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The Taming of the Shrew:
Theme of Rule and Subjection
Masashi Sugii
In the play, Katherina is transformed from a defiant daughter
into an obedient wife. Is the process her mental growth, or the
establishment of Petruchio's rule? Some critics argue that, in spite
of Petruchio's rough treatment of his wife, Katherina loves him and
obeys him of her own accord. They discuss that, in the last scene,
she follows him as a game and plays the part of an obedient wife. l
These interpretations seem natural in terms of human psychology.
We cannot, however, agree with such views if we consider the
characteristics of Shakespeare's early comedies - excessive rhetoric
and his unique dramaturgy. The play provides "a certain arbitrarily
limited sense of personality." 2
Kohshi Nakanori comments that "most of the heroines in the
romances of the medieval ages were ideal symbols of chivalry
romance or Neoplatonism." 3 This play presents an antithesis of such
view of love. Medieval romances presented the man's obedience to
the woman in the spiritual world. The Taming of the Shrew presents
a complete opposite, the man's dominance over the woman in the
material world. In the play, so much emphasis is placed upon
hierarchical relationship between men and women that we can't accept
the theory of Katherina's voluntary love or submission.
The play also provides the class difference between master and
servant. It is, therefore, indispensable for understanding the play to
make a close examination of the relationships among characters in
the play. So the most effective approach is to scrutinize the process
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in which the interest about the theme of rule and subjection is being
made and to examine the complicated network of the words related
to the theme. The purpose of this paper is to consider the
relationship between Petruchio and Katherina from this viewpoint.
I
The first subject for our consideration IS Katherina's
transformation from the viewpoint of her mental growth. Is her
original character a defect? She is a stereotyped woman who was
called a "shrew" (II .i.306 et passim), a "chider" (I .ii.226) and a
"scold" (I .ii.186), and whose nature was called "curst" (I .i.180 et
passim).4 As M.C.Bradbrook points out, this type of woman appeared
in the medieval literary tradition, like Noah's wife in the Miracle
cycles and Chaucer's Wife of Bath.5 Also in reality, the women called
"scolds" appeared and they were humiliated in a charivari and a
skimmington.6
In the play, at first, she was not obedient to her father and shows
tantrums. As far as we judge from the first few scenes, she is not
unfairly oppressed. She complains about her father's order when she
is only told to stay (I .i.l02-04) and, jealous of her sister's suitors,
binds and beats Bianca. She throws a lute to one of the suitors,
Hortensio, in the disguise of a music teacher, and does him an injury
on the head. There is no proof in the play that she is unjustly
oppressed. Although she has humanity, her character is so rough and
she is called "choleric" (N.i.161 et passim). She lacks Bianca's modesty
and she is arrogant. Her arrogance is expressed by the noun "stomach"
(N .i.145) and referred to in relation to her meal(V .ii.9).
Petruchio educates Katherina by showing his own arrogance toward
servants, and teaches her the importance of request and thanks to
others. Through his education, Katherina gradually transforms herself,
as Grumio's "how she prayed that never prayed before" (N .i.70-7l)
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indicates. The fact that she is given no meal has a symbolic
meaning:
Come, Kate, sit down, I know you have a stomach.
Will you give thanks, sweet Kate, or else shall I?
(N .i.145-46)
He does not only ask whether she is hungry but also whether she is
still arrogant. "Give thanks" implies gratitude to others as well as
the grace said before meals.
Pet. The poorest service is repaid with thanks,
And so shall mine before you touch the meat.
Kath. I thank you, SIr. (N .iii.45-47)
Owing to Petruchio's education, she comes to know gratitude and
acquires modesty. In the last scene, she takes off her cap and says
to Bianca and the Widow, "And I am mean [modest]. indeed,
respecting you" (V .ii.32), and she says, "Then vail your stomachs"
(177). As far as we view her from this point, she has attained
mental growth, and she does not seem to doubt about her
submission to her husband. even if his way of education has some
problems.
IT
While the wife's obedience is preached repeatedly concerning the
relationship between Petruchio and Katherina, obedience is also
emphasized In the relationship between master and servant.
Katherina's obedience seems an establishment of men's dominance.
The reason is not so much the relation between Petruchio and
Katherina as this emphasized hierarchy of master and servant. There
are a variety of relationships of master and servant in this play.
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The first master-servant relationship is that of Lucentio and his
servant Tranio. They come to Padua to study at university and
Lucentio falls in love with Bianca at first sight and passes himself
off as a Latin teacher recommended by another wooer Gremio. His
servant Tranio successfully impersonates Lucentio and becomes one
of the wooers of Bianca. The purpose is to make Hortensio give up
his courtship. For that purpose, the master and servant exchange their
clothes. Lucentio is involved in another relationship of rule and
subjection. He is, in a metaphor of love, a slave of Bianca: "And let
me be a slave, t' achieve that maid / Whose sudden sight hath
thrall'd my wounded eye" (I .i.219-20). Shakespeare presents this
slavery as a variation on the theme of rule and subjection.
The next master-servant relationship is that of Petruchio and
Grumio from Verona. When they have arrived in Padua, Petruchio
orders his servant Grumio to knock at the door of Hortensio's house:
"Villain, I say, knock me here soundly" (I .ii.8). Grumio cannot
recognize "me" as an ethical dative and gets perplexed, believing that
his master tells him to strike the master himself. As a result, he is
scolded by Petruchio. Although "villain" is a general term of abuse,
the word, like repeated "knave," signifies the status of servant as
well. 7 Petruchio, in his country-house. makes a display of his arrogant
attitude toward the servants and fires, in rapid succession, such terms
of abuse as "dog" (IV.i.149), "rascal" (149), "villain" (150) and
"slave" (153). They also signify the status of servants.
In this play, Shakespeare seems to intend to impress class
difference on the audience with such words. For example, "Jack" (IV.
i.44) and "Jill" (IV.i.44), which are referred to in the servants'
preparation for Petruchio's welcome, have other meanings of a man-
servant and a maid-servant. "Groom" (ill .ii.151 & IV .i.l12), which
also refers to the status of servant, is evidently related to the theme
of marriage in the play and implies a bridegroom(ill.ii.150). In this
play, many other words are also used toward servants for expressing
their inferior social status. They are called as "peasant swain" (IV.
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i.116) and "knave" (N .i.l07 et passim). Always on the stage are
"blue coats" (N .i.B!) that symbolize the position of servants.
Shakespeare, in this way, seems to produce an atmosphere of rule and
subjection. And by this emphasis, the audience are encouraged to see
the relationship between Petruchio and Katherina as that of rule and
subjection. And the servants' duty is distinctly indicated:
Pet. Here sir, here sir, here sir!
You logger-headed and unpolish'd grooms!
What, no attendance? No regard? No duty? (N.i.111-13)
As is shown in the pun on "arms" (a coat of arms) in the wit-
combat between Petruchio and Katherina (n .i.219-22), the play
clearly emphasizes the idea of class difference or the birth of
gentleman.
There is another version of such hierarchical relationship. In this
case, it is metaphorical. In Act n, Scene i, Bianca calls herself "a
bondmaid and a slave" (n .i.2) because her hands are bound with
rope by Katherina jealous of her sister's wooers. It is a pun but also
a variation on the theme of slavery. This theme spreads to the episode
of Bianca's education in Act N, Scene ii. Because Hortensio, by
watching Bianca, thinks that she becomes sophisticated in love, he
describes her and her lover as "proceeders" (11) to the "master"
course. The "master" suggests the relationship between master and
servant.
The last version of the master-servant relationship is that of
Vincentio, father of Lucentio, and Tranio and Biondello, who deny his
identitiy. Although Vincentio comes to Padua, his son Lucentio has
already made one merchant pass off himself as Vincentio. The real
Vincentio is denied his identity by Tranio and Biondello, and is even
about to be prisoned. When he is acknowledged his identity, he calls
them names. His abuse, "crack-hemp" (V .iAO) , "rogue" (V.iA2) and
"villain" (V.iA6 et passim), is more than mere name-calling and has
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the implication of their social status.
In this way, the play provides a variety of relationships of master
and servant, whether they are real or metaphorical. It is inevitable
that other relationships affect our viewpoint of that between Petruchio
and Katherina.
m
Whether it is between husband and wife or between master and
servant, observing the hierarchical system is obedience. This play
displays various forms of defiance, the opposite of obedience. Defiant
attitudes are represented by the verb "cross" (n .i.28 et passim). But
also the nouns "villainy" (IV .iii.l42 & V.i.l25) and "knavery" (V.i.
32 & V .i.l26). suggestive of the status of servant, represent such
attitudes. The defiant man is a "ruffian" (n .i.28l) and a "Jack"
(n .i.28l et passim), and both refer to the position of servants. The
words"brave" (IV .iii.Hi) and "face" (IV .iii.l25 et passim) have a
similar function. These words appear in many episodes of the play.
When his identity is denied, the angry Vincentia says, "Where is that
damned villain Tranio, / That fac'd and brav'd me in this matter
so?" (V .i.109-lO). And he describes their disobedience as "villainy"
(V.i.l25) or "knavery" (V.i.l26).
In the Tailor edisade, too, Grumio mentions the verbs:
Gru. Thou hast faced many things.
Tai. I have.
Gru. Face not me. Thou hast braved many men, brave not
me. I will neither be faced nor braved.... (IV .iii.123-25)
While "brave" refers to defiance, it leads to "bravery," splendid
clothes. In the same way, the "face" referring to defiance leads to
the "face" referring to trimmings, and then it leads to clothes.
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Through the phonetic resemblance, "Bravery" (IV .iii.57), furthermore,
comes to be coupled with "knavery" (IV .iii.58), and therefore gets
associated with "villainy" (IV .iii.142). Also "cuff" (II .i.218 et
passim), the verb referring to violence, is associated with clothes.
"Brave" and "face" are also used in the sense of "pushing
matters ahead." When he tries to push her marriage ahead by force,
Katherina calls Petruchio as "A madcap ruffian and a swearing Jack,
/ That thinks with oaths to face the matter out" (II .i.281-82) .
Like "cuff," "ruffian" here refers to arrogance but is related with
clothing, "ruffs" (IV .iii.56). When he has succeeded in over-reaching
Gremio, Tranio also uses the verb: "Yet I have fac'd it with a card
of ten" (II .i.398). We can -recognize that the theme of rule and
subjection, through such pervasive networks of words, covers all the
episodes of the play.
IV
The next subject for our consideration is whether the metaphors of
falconry or gambling have anything to do with the theme of rule and
subjection. As the title of this play shows, Katherina's education is
compared to the process of taming a shrew, an untamed falcon, for
use in falconry. Needless to say, this metaphor itself indicates
Katherina's inferior position because the metaphor suggests that she
is going to be treated like animals and she should be obedient to her
husband, as a falcon is to its master. The purpose and way of this
education are manifest in Petruchio's speech:
My falcon now is sharp and passing empty,
And till she stoop she must not be full-gorg'd,
For then she never looks upon her lure.
Another way I have to man my haggard,
To make her come and know her keeper's call,
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That is, to watch her, as we watch these kites
That bate and beat and will not be obedient. (IV .i.177-83)
Although the return of the falcon is described as "stoop," it IS
evident that the word is closely related to the adjective "obedient."
The metaphor of falconry IS more than a mere metaphor.
"Petruchio's falcon-taming involves more hierarchy and coercion." 8
It implies the wife's subordination to her husband.
The taming metaphor is also used in the wooing of Bianca. Her
situation of confinement for preventing her wooers by her father
Baptista is expressed in "mew (up)" (I .i.87 & 183), the term used
for the confinement in falcon's taming. Hortensio also compares
Bianca, who seems to love another wooer, to an untrained falcon (ill.
i.87-89). There he uses "humble" (87), the word suggestive of the
woman's inferior social status.
The taming of falcons is described also by the verb "man" (IV.i.
180). The usage probably derived from the relationship between men
and animals. Yet the word reminds us of the man's dominance over
the woman. Furthermore, "man" means a servant. Both in the
Induction and the play proper, the verb "husband" is used (Ind.i.66 &
V.i.60-60 and has the meaning of "control." The verb, everyone
agrees, also suggests the wife's submissive status.
Next I would like to consider the allusions to gambling or the
metaphors of gambling repeated during the play. Gambling is similar
to hunting. Gambling is a mere play. Therefore, men seldom bet on
what is very important to them. For, if the object of gambling is
dear to him, the game will become too serious for him to enjoy.
Therefore in the normal case, the object is animals or cards so that
the players can see it objectively. The fact that the gambling
metaphors are used with regard to wives or the fact that wives
themselves are the objects for gambling will necessarily give the
impression that they are in the submissive position in the play. It is
the case with the last scene, where husbands make a wager for the
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most obedient wife(V.ii.65-73). As is shown by the words there, the
wives are objects of the gambling like "hawk" (72) and "hound" (72).
The metaphors of card-games are several times used: "vied" (IT .i.302),
"two and thirty, a pip out?" (I .ii.32-33), "outvied" (IT .i.37B) ,
"gamester" (IT .i.393), "with a card of ten" (II .i.39B) and "tricks
eleven and twenty long" (Iv .ii.57) . All of them are related to
drunkenness, deception or money. The allusions or metaphors of
gambling can be considered as the parody of the idea of Neoplatonic
love, which regarded love as spiritual and made women the object of
worship.
v
Their father and their wooers seem to consider the marriages of
Katherina and Bianca from a viewpoint of a dowry or dower. How
should we interpret such viewpoint of the men? Or what is the
meaning of mercantile metaphors? It is evident in Petuchio's speech
about his motivation for marriage that his marriage is a means of
forming wealth:
I come to wive it wealthily in Padua;
If wealthily, then happily in Padua. (I .ii.74-75)
Petruchio talks about the terms of dowry with Baptista even before
he meets Katherina or confirms her will, and he says that her mind
is "nothing" (II .i.130). Because his motivation is so pecuniary, it is
easy to suppose how the bride will be treated in her marriage life.
Even her father Baptista uses mercantile imagery when he approves
of the marriage:
Gre. Was ever match c1app'd us so suddenly?
Bap. Faith, gentlemen, now I playa merchant's part,
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And venture madly on a desperate mart.
Tra. 'Twas a commodity lay fretting by you,
'Twill bring you gain, or perish on the seas.
( II .i.318-22)
We cannot conVInce ourselves that these are the words spoken by a
father who is going to wed his daughter.
There are other scenes where mercantile imagery IS used for love
or marriage. Tranio says concerning his master Lucentio's sudden love,
"Redime te captum quam queas minima" (Ransom yourself, now you
have been captured, for as Iowa price as you can) (I .i.162).9 His
speech indicates that, in the play's world, money and love· marriage
are inseparable. Among other things, Baptista tries to decide the
future husband of Bianca by judging which of Gremio and Lucentio
(Tranio in his disguise) can offer more dower to his daughter:
'Tis deeds must win the prize, and he of both
That can assure my daughter greatest dower
Shall have my Bianca's love. (II .i.335-37)
Then the wooers dwell on their wealth in their home country, although
Tranio tells lie about his wealth. Their rivalry is described with the
metaphor of card-game.
When Petruchio, stating about his wife, alludes to the Ten
Commandments in the Exodus, his speech most pithily shows his
attitude:
I will be master of what is mine own.
She is my goods, my chattles, she is my house,
My househould stuff, my field, my barn,
My horse, my ox, my ass, my any thing,
And here she stands. . . . Cill.ii.227-3l)1O
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Petruchio recognizes his wife to be one of "chattles" like animals. It
is emphasized both in the marriage of Katherina and that of Bianca
that the men's main purpose is wealth. Bianca is called an "appendix"
(N .iv.100) by Biondello. Like the gambling metaphors, the men's
tendency to esteem daughters or wives as their property in this play
is the exaggerated parody of Neoplatonic idea of love.
VI
Next I would like to consider the allusions to politics and the role
which the Induction plays in this drama.
Allusions to politics appear in the play. As feminist critics point
out,l1 the analogy between the state rule system and domestic rule
system is natural. Petruchio states about the newly established
marital relationship as "An awful rule, and right supremacy" (V .ii.
110). Katherina, in her preach to Bianca and the Widow in the last
scene, calls the husband as "thy lord, thy king, thy governor" (139).
As St.Paul preached in his Epistle to the Ephesians,12 she says, "Thy
husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper, / Thy head, thy sovereign"
(147-48) and likens a wife disobdient toward her husband to "a foul
contending rebel" (160) or to a "graceless traitor" (161). Furthermore,
she reproaches disobedient wives for asking "rule, supremacy, and
sway" (164). If we remember the Act of Supremacy or the
Conformists, it IS evident that Katherina's "supremacy" or
Petruchio's "Conformable as other household Kates" (n .i.27l) is very
hierarchical. Whether her obedience is sincere or pretended, owing to
these metaphors or allusions to politics, the audience are surely
persuaded to see the relationship between Petruchio and Katherina
from the viewpoint of sexual and social roles of man and woman.
This play is not a mere domestic comedy but a site of struggle
for power. As is indicated in Petruchio's "If she be curst it is for
policy" (ll.i.285) and "Thus have I politicly begun my reign" (N.i.
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175), all the usages of the words, "politic" and "policy," are almost
in the sense of "deceptive" and "fraud." Some allusions to the real
politik show the atmosphere of politics in this play. Lucentio was
born into the Bentivolii ( I .i.13) , that was the family mentioned in
Machiavelli's book. Lucentio in the disguise of a classic language
teacher is said to have learned at the University of Rheims (n i.30).
There was an English college for the Catholics in Rheims. 13
As I have been pointing out, the metaphors and allusions of this
play urge audience to see the hero's marital relationship in terms of
rule and subjection. The Induction, unique in the Shakespearean canons,
also heightens the effect. Although he calls himself "a tinker" (Ind.
ii.2l), Christopher Sly is called a "beggar" 0.39) by the Lord. And
he is ignorant of customs and etiquette of the upper class. He is also
called a "rogue" 0.2), "beast" 0.32) and "peasant" 0.133). As an
entertainment for them, the Lord orders his servants to pretend to
serve Sly "with a low submissive reverence" 0.50. And the Lord
orders a page Bartholomew, who is going to play the part of Sly's
wife, as follows:
Such duty to the drunkard let him do,
With soft low tongue and lowly courtesy,
And say 'What is't your honour will command,
Wherein your lady and your humble wife
May show her duty and make known her love?' CInd.i.111-15)
In this way, the Induction also suggests the theme of rule and
subjection, especially the hierarchy of husband over wife in marriage,
which is, as I have argued, enlarged on in the play proper. In order
to bamboozle Sly, the Lord and his servants tell Sly about the
splendor of his supposed house, which is in striking contrast to the
Warwickshire countryside related by Sly himself. While the gorgeous
and erotic world of classic myths is described in the tale, in the real
counrtyside, cheating on volume of cheap ale is disputed between
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customers and an ale-house hostess. Thus the Lord's joke displays
the class difference.
The Induction alludes to hunting. When he finds Sly sleeping drunk,
the Lord is on the way from hunting. "[T] he lord's pride and
concern for his hunting dogs remind us that domesticated animals
attain a different status in the social order." 14 And falconry or
hare-hunting" appears also in Sly's imaginary life fabricated by the
servants. Hunting is symbolic of aristocracy and presages Katherina's
taming in the play proper. Although it is not so clearly completed
with an epilogue as The Taming of A Shrew, where Slie is going
home, making up his mind to fight with his untamed wife,15 the
Induction of Shakespeare's play exactly corresponds with the theme
of rule and subjection in the play proper.
vn
In spite of Katherina's mental growth, the play (including the
Induction) provides many factors which promote the audience to see
the marital relationship from the viewpoint of rule and subjection.
In a sense, this may be a reflection of Elizabethan idea of marriage.
Or the presence of a rebellious woman, "scold," may have something
to do with Puritanism, the change of industrial structure or the
change of population. 16 However, we must have one thing in mind:
the world of rule and subjection in the play is highly fictitious world,
much rernoted from reality. Although the play is, in a sense, a world
of tyranny and gross materialism, it is constructed through the word-
plays, such as hyperbole, proverbs, puns and metaphors.
As I have stated above, there are many puns: "man" means
"husband," "servant" and "to tame," "husband" means "bridegroom"
and "to control," "knave" is "rascal" and "servant," "brave" is "gay"
and "to rebel," and "cunning" (I .i.187 et passim) is both "intelligent"
and "scheming." These words contribute to constructing the hierarchical
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world through their double meanings. And the phonetic similarities
such as "thrive" and "wive" or "groom" and "bridegroom," and the
application of proverbs like "Winter and wedlock tame both man and
beast" build up the world. Katherina's taming, therefore,
has much to do with the pun on "man." Petruchio's identification of
marriage with the means of property-forming is rather owing to the
phonetic resemblance between "wive" and "thrive" (I .ii.55) than to
the reality of Shakespeare's day or human psychology. We can assume
that the plot, in a sense, gains momentum by the wordplay.
As I have pointed out above, it is true that Katherina is being
integrated into the patriarchy. But the site of her subjection is the
uniquely fictitious world constructed in part through the network of
various verbal combinations. It is important to be careful in reading
a reality or human psychology into the text.
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